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METHOD AND SYSTEM FOR GENERATING 
A CONFIGURATION FILE USING AN X 
WINDOWS SERVER CONFIGURATION 

TOOL 

The invention relates to a tool which creates a graphical 
interface for generating a configuration file for a computer. 
The configuration file specifies parameterS Such as Video 
display resolution, and others, for use by Software running 
on the computer. 

BACKGROUND OF THE INVENTION 

X Windows Program 
FIG. 1 shows a central computer 3, commonly called a 

Server, and four other computerS 6, commonly called clients. 
The Server 3 is frequently designed to run the operating 
system UNIX, such as that available from AT&T Corpo 
ration as product number UNIX SVR4 MP-RAS, version 
3.O. 

Each client 6 runs its own X Windows Server 12, which 
is a program which handles mouse and keyboard input, and 
other tasks, and which can be viewed as an interface for 
dealing with the UNIX program running on the server 3. 
(The fact that this program, called a "server, runs on a 
computer called a “client,” which interacts with another 
computer called a "server' is a possible Source of confusion, 
but this terminology has become accepted in the industry, 
and is beyond the Inventor's control.) 

X Window Configuration Options 

Each X Windows Server 12 can be customized, or 
configured, to accommodate the particular users 
preferences, and to use features of the hardware available at 
the client 6. For example, different video monitors 7, and 
different video display cards (not shown), can present video 
images of different resolutions. One common resolution is 
480x640 pixels, and other resolutions are available. 
As another example, different “virtual resolutions” are 

possible. “Virtual resolution” is perhaps best explained by an 
analogy. FIG. 2 illustrates a sheet of microfiche 18, which is 
a photographic film containing individual, miniature 
photographs, or frames 19. Each frame 19 is a photograph 
of, for example, a busineSS record contained on a Standard 
sheet of typing paper. 

FIG. 2 also illustrates a schematic of a microfiche reader 
20, which, in effect, is a photographic slide projector, in 
which each frame 19 acts as a slide. A user places a frame 
of interest in a focal plane 21, and the microfiche reader 20 
enlarges the frame 19, using an optical System 23, and 
projects the enlarged frame onto a Screen 24 for viewing, as 
indicated. The user can move the sheet about, in order to 
place different frames 19 into the focal plane 21. 

The Screen 24 is analogous to a Video display 7 of a client 
6 in FIG. 1. In the concept of Virtual resolution, an image 
resembling the entire sheet of microfiche 18 in FIG. 2 is 
available for viewing on the video display 7, but only part 
of the sheet can be viewed at a given time, as in the viewer 
20 in FIG. 2. In the display 7 of FIG. 1, a pointing device 
(not shown) is used to “move” the overall image. For 
example, placing the pointing device at the right edge of the 
video display, as indicated by arrow 27 in FIG. 1, causes the 
Screen to move to the right, and to expose more “frames.” 
As a third example, the user can choose the number of 

colors available for the video display. 
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2 
AS a fourth example, the user can choose the “visual 

type.” The overall number of colors available, and men 
tioned in the third example, lies in the millions. Once a 
number of colorS has been chosen, as in the third example, 
the question arises as to which of the millions will be used. 
The “visual type' handles this question. 
AS a fifth example, the user can choose whether “Auto 

matic Xdm Startup' is operative. The term “xdm” refers to 
a program which asks the user for a password, for logging 
in to the system. Causing the X-Server to be launched by the 
Xdm program automatically, by choosing this option, can 
make the log-in process more convenient for certain indi 
viduals. 

How Options Selected 
In the prior art, users of the X Windows Server select the 

options described above by creating a configuration file, or 
"Script,” by manually typing certain codes into the file, 
which specify the parameters (e.g., display resolution) to be 
configured. The allowable values of the parameters are 
contained in other files, termed “installation Scripts,” which 
are pre-existing, and were created upon installation of the X 
Windows program. 

In generation of the configuration file, the preferred 
practice recommends that the user (1) examine appropriate 
installation Scripts, (2) find the allowable values of each 
parameter, (3) Select the value desired, and (4) type that 
value into the configuration file. 

FIG. 3 illustrates the process undertaken by the user. 
Block 30 indicates the step of examining an installation 
Script for one of the parameters, namely, the resolution 
parameter. Block 33 indicates entering an appropriate value 
for the resolution into the configuration file. Block 36 
indicates examining an installation Script for another of the 
parameters, namely, Virtual resolution. Block 39 indicates 
entering an appropriate value for the Virtual resolution into 
the configuration file, and So on. 

However, this process can be cumberSome. Because of 
this, it is found that, in practice, users frequently guess at a 
parameter value, rather than following the preferred practice 
of ascertaining allowed values from the installation Scripts. 
For example, in Setting a display resolution, users may guess 
at a likely resolution, such as 480x640 or 768x1024. 

However, guessing at parameter values is not a good 
approach, because not every client 6 in FIG. 1 Supports 
every possible parameter value. For example, a given moni 
tor 31 of a client 6 in FIG.2 may be an old, low-resolution 
monitor. It may not support 768x1024 resolution, yet the 
latter resolution is frequently taken as a good guess by a user. 

In addition, to complicate matters, Software involved with 
the X Windows program can unintentionally obstruct the 
creation of a valid configuration file. This obstruction is a 
result of the provision of default values, for use when no 
value of a parameter is specified in the configuration file, or 
when an incorrect value is specified. However, the default 
values are not always accurate: the party generating the 
default values does not know what equipment resides at a 
given client 6 in FIG. 1. (This latter party should not be 
confused with the user, presently under discussion, who 
generates the configuration file. The latter party, who gen 
erates the default values, was involved with the manufacture 
of the X Windows program.) 

Therefore, for one or more of the reasons given above, 
users of the X Windows Servers program can create con 
figuration files which do not work. When a non-working 
configuration file is created, then, upon launching of the 
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X-Windows program, a nonsense display, Such as that 
shown in FIG. 4, is generated. One problem which arises at 
this point is that the display does not tell the user how to 
re-start the System. (In fact, it cannot, because it is presently 
inoperative.) The user, without assistance, must figure out 
what keys to press to re-start the System. 

Another problem is that the configuration file was created 
by guessing. The number of possible combinations of 
guesses is quite large: in one type of X Windows Server, 
there exist 1104 possible combinations of parameters, but 
not every combination is valid on every client 6. Thus, 
creating another configuration file by further guessing may 
produce another incorrect file, because of the large number 
(1104) of possible combinations of parameters. 
A third problem is that if the user corrects the configu 

ration file by further guessing, there is no guarantee that the 
corrected file will be optimal. For example, if a guess of 
480x640 for resolution does work, there is no guarantee that 
a higher resolution is not available. Thus, the process of 
guessing may tend to Stop the user when a guess Succeeds, 
while other, better, guesses may work. 

OBJECTS OF THE INVENTION 

An object of the invention is to provide an improved 
configuration System for computers. 

SUMMARY OF THE INVENTION 

In one form of the invention, a computer program reads 
possible configuration values from Storage locations. The 
program generates menus which allow a user to Select these 
values. After Selection, the program creates a configuration 
file, which contains the selected values, arid stores this file 
for use by a Second program. 

BRIEF DESCRIPTION OF THE DRAWINGS 

FIG. 1 illustrates a server 3 and its clients 6. 

FIG. 2 illustrates “virtual resolution,” by analogy to a 
microfiche reader, wherein the “virtual resolution” is repre 
sented by the entire microfiche sheet 18, and the actual 
resolution is represented by the field of view of display 24. 

FIG. 3 illustrates the steps undertaken by a human being 
in the prior art, in creating a configuration file for a specific 
program. 

FIG. 4 illustrates a defective display 7, caused by a 
defective configuration file, generated as in FIG. 3. 

FIG. 5, including FIGS. 5A and 5B, is a schematic of a 
display generated by the invention. 

FIG. 6 illustrates logic undertaken by the invention. 
FIGS. 7A-7F contain computer code which implements 

one form of the invention. 

DETAILED DESCRIPTION OF THE 
INVENTION 

Overview 

The invention comprises a Software package which exam 
ines the installation Scripts and, from them, ascertains the 
allowable values of parameters. The invention displayS 
graphical menus to a user, which include the allowable 
values, plus inherent values, if appropriate. (An example of 
an inherent value would occur when an installation Script 
specified 768x1024 as a resolution. Many display systems 
which allow this resolution will also allow lesser 
resolutions, such as 480x640.) 
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4 
When the user selects values from the menu, the invention 

generates a configuration file, and Stores it. The invention 
allows the user to test the configuration. After testing, when 
the X Windows program is launched, that program examines 
the configuration file, and configures itself accordingly. 

Greater Detail Concerning the Invention 
FIG. 5 illustrates part of one form of the invention. A 

display of the type schematically shown in FIG. 5A is 
generated. A user Selects the option of configuring the X 
Windows Server by choosing the “set parameters' option, as 
indicated by arrow 36. In response, a pull-down menu 39 
appearS. 

To Set the resolution parameter, the user Selects the 
RESOLUTION option, as by the pointer 39 in FIG. 5B. In 
response, a fly-out menu 42 appears, which lists the various 
resolutions available. That is, the fly-out menu Specifies the 
possible values of the resolution parameters. 
The possible values are ascertained from the installation 

scripts. FIG. 6 illustrates logic undertaken by the invention 
in performing this ascertainment. Installation Scripts 40 are 
pre-existing in client 6. In block 45 the user launches the 
invention. In block 48, the invention reads the relevant 
information from the installation scripts 40. This informa 
tion includes the allowable values of the five parameters 
discussed in the Background of the Invention. Then, as 
indicated in block 52, the invention constructs the menus 
shown in FIG. 5, when required. 
When a user makes a Selection, as by Selecting a value 

from fly-out menu in FIG. 5B, block 55 in FIG. 6 records the 
choices. When the user has finished making choices, block 
58 generates the configuration Script, or file. (In the prior art, 
this file is generated manually, by entry of individual lines 
of the file from a text editor.) 
The invention, in block 61, allows a user to test the 

configuration file just generated, as by Selecting the TEST 
icon 59 in FIG. 5B. When a test is selected, the invention 
prints instructions on the display 7 in FIG. 6 as to how the 
user should terminate, or “break out,” of the test, should the 
display behave erratically, such as in FIG. 4. Block 63 
indicates printing of these instructions. 

Next, the X Windows program is launched, as indicated 
by block 65. The invention looks for the break out 
command, as indicated in block 68. If the command is 
received, block 71 is executed, wherein the invention returns 
to producing the interface of FIG. 5, wherein input from a 
user is user to generate a new configuration file. If no break 
out command is received, the X Windows program runs 
normally. 

In another form of the invention, an alternate, or 
additional, block 63A is executed. This block refers to 
Synthesis of Speech, which is generated through the Speaker 
(not shown) of the client 6. The speech may state, “To 
terminate this test, press keys T, E, R, and M, Simulta 
neously.” The invention looks for the Simultaneous pressing 
of these keys, and breaks out of the test when they are 
detected. 

Speech Synthesis using computerS is known in the art. For 
example, Speech may be digitized, Stored as a file, and then 
replayed through an accessory card, Such as that manufac 
tured under the name "Sound Blaster,” and which is avail 
able from Creative Labs, Inc., 1901 McCarthy Boulevard, 
Milpitas, Calif. Alternately, Speech can be Synthesized by 
commercially available apparatus which constructs the 
Speech from individual phonemes, rather than from a record 
Ing. 
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Synthesizing the Speech eliminates the problem of pre 
Senting information by way of a non-working video display 
7 in FIG. 4. 

Computer code which implements one form of the inven 
tion is contained in FIGS. 7A-7F. 
Numerous Substitutions and modifications can be under 

taken without departing from the true Spirit and Scope of the 
invention. What is desired to be secured by Letters Patent is 
the invention as defined in the following claims. 

I claim: 
1. A method of generating a configuration file, comprising 

the following Steps: 
a) causing a computer program to examine Storage loca 

tions for allowable values of configuration parameters, 
b) displaying said values to a user; 
c) accepting a set of values, Selected by the user from the 

values displayed; 
d) generating the configuration file, based on the set of 

values, 
e) testing the configuration file in a test which comprises 

the Step of running a program which uses Said configu 
ration file to configure Said program; and 

f) while testing producing instructions, audible to the user, 
for terminating the test. 

2. Method according to claim 1, wherein the configuration 
file contains information in addition to the Set of values. 

3. Method according to claim 1, wherein the configuration 
file is non-volatile at the time of its creation. 

4. Method according to claim 1, wherein Said configura 
tion file is Subject to copying, deletion, moving, and other 
manipulations by an operating System, in response to respec 
tive Single commands which identify the configuration file 
by name. 

15 

25 

6 
5. Method according to claim 1, wherein, during the test, 

the display is capable of malfunctioning due to faulty 
parameters contained within the configuration file, and 
thereby becoming incapable of displaying instructions as to 
how to break out of the test. 

6. Method according to claim 1, wherein the program 
which is run during the test continues running in normal 
fashion, if the test is Successful. 

7. Method according to claim 6, wherein the program is 
an interface program, which handles keyboard and mouse 
input, and interfaces with a Server. 

8. A System comprising: 
a) a computer which stores allowable values of configu 

ration parameters, 
b) program means for 

i) reading the allowable values; 
ii) producing a graphical display containing a list of 

allowable values; 
iii) accepting Selections of allowable values from the 

list by a user; and 
iv) generating a configuration file, based on the Selec 

tions, 
c) means for running a test of Software which uses the 

configuration file, which test comprises the Step of 
running Said Software, and in which said test Said 
Software uses the configuration file to configure itself, 
and 

d) Speech-generation means, for producing human 
intelligible instructions as to how to terminate the test. 


